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An Unlikely Correspondence: GPS and
Body in Place
Patti Pente

Abstract
This visual essay investigates the significance of GPS technology and the human body in relation to a sense of
place. Framed by posthumanism, the poetic images offer an approach to transformative education through a local site. Agency of place is key to this exploration of dynamic relationships with technology, body and the earth.
As a creative performance, I executed a series of movements in a place of personal significance, and then further
developed the essay through visual poetry. The research is informed by an underlying assumption that creative
understanding and artistic analysis can foster deeper environmental care, and although this is only a speculation,
it is one that drives my performance.
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If I stand in a field, in this case, one of sun, wheat, sky and black earth, I can envision the rushing of electrons/
molecules/atoms through these entities, my body, and beyond. By doing so, I anticipate increasing my awareness through creative exploration about this place: my physical movements through space and my virtual movments tracked through GPS technology. This art performance, taking place in the field, considers both the seen
and unseen, including the forces of the earth, the geolocative radio signals of GPS, and the history of this place.
Although invisible, they catalyze creative thought and action. I offer this visual essay as an expansion of landscape art that reconfigures a “seen scene” to include the non-human, material agency within invisible elements/
communication that exist around and in the body, technology and place. Through this extension, learning about
our shared symbiotic relationship with the earth is possible: there is an underlying assumption that this kind of
holistic understanding can promote a higher degree of environmental care, and although this is only a speculation, it is one that drives my performance.

In Global Positioning Systems (GPS)1 movement is recorded through a system of satellites, ground stations and
receivers. The system utilizes time, radio waves, and frequency to establish locations through links between a
minimum of three or four satellites and a receiver, such as a mobile phone. Ubiquitous GPS technology that
captures movement and tracks the user’s activities has become a normative part of many lives. Documented as
data, this information typically moves to larger platforms, often beyond the control of the user. As a creative
visual essay into the dynamic relationship between the human and the non-human, this research is in the form
of communion among place, human, phone and earth. Thinking about forms of agency and communication, I
use the English language, while my phone uses its computer language of 0’s and 1’s. The language of the earth
in this place is the open space of the unknown. These configurations of communication suggest a very crowded
circumstance when I consider all of the invisible (to me) waves of interaction.
https://opensiuc.lib.siu.edu/atj/vol5/iss1/
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On one level, the digital phone is reconfigured within this site-specific art experiment to become an analogue
anchor, physically securing me to it. I collect data on the phone through digital photography, while the phone
collects data on me through GPS. But what of the earth? It is more than a background site for this strange
conversation. This place is an active participant, producing its own myriad forms of data including sunshine,
wind, dirt, plant, bird call, wheat rustle and magnetic force; it is all considered data in this visual experiment.
Thus, a complexity occurs in this expansion of what is designated as data and what is designated as collector/
creator of data. This field is half way from my home to the university where I work. I traverse it multiple times
throughout the year, and witness the changes it brings, as it has witnessed my changes as well. We have grown in
each other’s company.

To begin this performance,2 I attached my hand to my mobile phone with a length of string, mimicking the
straight line of the radio signal. This rigid, linear arrangement directly contrasted with the movements of my
body, which were inspired by the ways that atoms and molecules move in Brownian motion3: jerky, irrational,
multi-directional, and dependent upon the environment. The phone was embedded in the soil so that it remained stationary, while I, the human, continually moved, albeit limited by the length of string. This tether is
symbolically important. It represents the radio wave that always connects the user to the digital phone through
GPS technology. The tether highlights the invisible action of digital communication continually working in the
background of life. I also consider the earth’s forces/agencies that were involved in this triangular conversation.
The phone, embedded as it was in the soil, was connected physically to this place, and so the tether was indirectly connecting me to the earth. This underlines the ways that GPS digitally links the body to places through a
form of communication with the phone.
https://opensiuc.lib.siu.edu/atj/vol5/iss1/
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Interestingly, as a straight line, the radio waves’ GPS linearity lacked the ability to record my full complement of
movement. The kind of sensual data experienced as I performed steps, turned my head, moved my joints, my
eyes, my lungs, and so on, is the antithesis of a straight line. These movements were a layer of direct communication between the earth and my body; for example, with the soil I pressed beneath my feet, or the wind blowing
across my face. These two pathways of connection; body-tether-phone-satellite-earth, and body-earth, contrast
and elevate my considerations of the virtual and the physical. The random movements and agential forces of
body-earth are beyond the GPS technology’s ability to discern. Similarly, agency at the molecular level is beyond
my human ability to discern. I draw attention to my fractional knowing that this implies: I am but one small
part of this time and place. The inability of GPS data to fully record my movement is not particularly enlightening in and of itself: what is worth noting, however, is the fact that through the act of performing there existed
a pedagogical moment for me as performer. It is the layering of these forms of communion that elevated the
experiential immediacy of the place, with all its seen and unseen entities/forces.
Methodological preference for chance and emergence is key in much performance art. In this case, the performance was not scripted, but began with movement that was contingent upon my physical and historical experience of the place. This was the instigation of visual poetry.4 There were pauses between my movements where
I photographed my phone and site to record a moment. I concur with Silvia Battista’s (2018) description of the
versatility and power within performance art.
Performance offers a laboratory, a prolific theoretical, experimental and methodological territory of investigation which potentially can give access to micro and macro contexts; to inner
emotional landscapes and uncharted visibilities; to performative forms of embodiment and
imaginative, intuitive dimensions that are otherwise not accessible. (p. 199)
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Some of these “intuitive dimensions” became clearer later in the studio, where I contemplated my performance
by adding poetic text upon the recorded images. As I grafted words onto the photographic history of the performance that is the heart of the research, I reconsidered social, historical and political aspects of place and GPS
functionality. I thought about the ways that places continually form me through my collaboration with them.
Movement attached me to this place and it to me, in what were (for me), rich and transformative moments.
This builds on what Karen Keifer-Boyd and colleagues (2018, p. 24) name “co-figurative agency”, where the artist/
student/teacher body and geo-location data become sites for potential educational transformation. Of particular
interest here is the tension that is highlighted between physical movement in the world - in other words, moving
through a specific place - and this same locative experience as data (Keifer-Boyd et al., 2018). Both aspects of
movement can be potential pedagogies of transformation. In considering my performance, I am guided by
Elizabeth Lange’s (2012, 2015) advocacy for transformative learning that goes beyond cognition toward a holistic

approach. She comments, “Learning is learning to live symbiotically in a participatory universe, often best
accessed through meditation, ritual, and contemplation, and often best expressed in music, poetry, art, and story.
Teaching these practices in educational spaces repatterns habitual ways of knowing and being” (Lange, 2012,
p. 207, Italics in original). Movement can evoke transformative learning based upon intuition, emotion and
embodiment. This creative attunement to a place through artistic performance can support this kind of transformative education.
Theoretically, this research is informed by posthumanism with an emphasis on material agency. As a philosophhttps://opensiuc.lib.siu.edu/atj/vol5/iss1/
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ical stance that contradicts the hegemony of humanism, with its elevation of the human to a unique position of
autonomous power, posthumanism positions the human in a symbiotic relationship with entities in the world
(living and non-living), including the earth (Gough, 2015; Keeling & Lehman, 2018; Pente, 2018; Snaza &
Weaver, 2015). Posthumanism typically emphasizes the material connections between the human/non-human
as a way to emphasize the multiplicity of agency. As such, agency is not dictated by the human, but rather, it is
shared (Keeling & Lehman, 2018). This shift in the relationship of the human with the world is approached in
much posthuman literature through a focus on the ways that molecular properties of the body are similar to
those of the other living/non-living entities in/of the world (Barad, 2003, 2007; Bennet, 2010; Braidotti, 2013).
Non-human in the context of this research includes the molecular level of the land with its soil, plant and
animal; as well as the digital elements such as the phone, frequency of radio waves etc.
Enriching this Western academic perspective of material agency that has become prominent in much scholarly
work, however, are the more established Indigenous ways of knowing in terms of place that have always understood the shared nature of material agency within the land (Marker, 2018). Indigenous perspectives recognized
non-human or more-than-human agency long before it became popular in Western academia (Rosiek et al, 2020).
This point is made clear through Juanita Sendberg’s (2014) account of the hegemony of Eurocentrism that has
influenced posthumanism. She notes that within the posthumanist critique is embedded a generalization that
the Enlightenment dualisms such as the nature/culture divide were assumed to be universal. In fact, the multiple
ways of knowing throughout Indigenous ontologies never embraced such dualisms (Sendberg, 2014). This limited,
normalized Eurocentric viewpoint extends to K-12 schools, where a holistic awareness of the agency of place can
counter the sense of placelessness that curriculum rooted in European Enlightenment philosophy has perpetuated (Donald, 2019). In terms of human attitudes toward the earth, Indigenous perspectives about relationships
of the human with the earth include multiple, generational stories based on close observations of the processes
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of nature (Cajete, 2020). By acknowledging the many generations of this knowledge and layering them with ideas
of post-humanism, a multiplicity of theories could strengthen awareness and care with/in the environment as we
move forward. Specifically, performance art can address the noted flaw within many educational institutions that
Rosiek, et al. (2020) identify as a separation of cognition and affect from more holistic ways of knowing. Performing and creating visual poetry offers an alternative
format to move the reader beyond mere description
toward affective encounters and considerations of
multiple agencies of place. Students can creatively
explore social and political realities of places
through creative activities on site and later in the
classroom. In this place of my performance, for example, the settler, colonial history within this wheat
field grows over the centuries of Indigenous histories.5 Acknowledging the history of the place is part
of understanding my shared relationship with it.
Key to the success of performance art is the power ful,
holistic response the art can trigger (Beighton, 2015).
Art education research that includes site-specific
performance expands the potential for transformative learning in the artistic performer and potentially in the viewer. As Lange (2015) notes, “to foster relationally-based transformative learning is to create
disturbances, not casual interventions, and to help
trigger a process of emergence through which meaningful ideas or practices circulate through feedback
loops and communication networks” (pp. 32-33).
As artists and art educators, it is important to “dig
deeply” into places to appreciate and understand
our shared connections in order to open our creative selves to new possibilities for what it means
to be alive in this time and place. For me, the motion and movement of my body, vibrations of the
tether, and the continued signals of the phone
represent a slice of contemporary life in relation.
Art performances that open possibilities for eductors, students, and artists to imagine their place-based embodiment
can also extend into the virtual. Thus, dynamic relationships discovered through site-specific performance art can
continue to transform definitions of agency, pedagogy and research. It is my hope that holistic understandings that
include the agential forces of the earth, as well as those of technology may promote a gentler step on/with places that
we share.
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Endnotes
1. Here is a detailed explanation of the way that GPS functions:
“1. GPS satellites broadcast radio signals providing their locations, status, and precise time (t1) from on-board
atomic clocks.
2. The GPS radio signals travel through space at the speed of light (c), more than 299,792 km/second.
3. A GPS device receives the radio signals, noting their exact time of arrival (t2), and uses these to calculate its distance
from each satellite in view. To calculate its distance from a satellite, a GPS device applies this formula to the satellite’s
signal: distance = rate x time, where rate is (c) and time is how long the signal traveled through space.
The signal’s travel time is the difference between the time broadcast by the satellite (t1) and the time the signal is
received (t2).
4. Once a GPS device knows its distance from at least four satellites, it can use geometry to determine its location on
Earth in three dimensions.”
https://web.archive.org/web/20170917094001/http://www.gps.gov/multimedia/poster/poster.txt
2. Clewless derives from a nautical term, “clew” which refers to the hole in the corner of a sail to attach ropes. Thus,
clewless suggests a detachment; further understood here as “without a thread to guide one’s way through a maze”.
https://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/clewless
3. Brownian motion is characterized by sporadic, unchoreographed movement of atoms and molecules that react to their
environment. It was first observed by the botanist, Robert Brown, in 1827 and lead to explorations into the existence of
atoms and molecules. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brownian_motion
4. Visual poetry is how I describe the process of photographing as part of my performance, and then layering poetry onto
the images. I photograph during the performance, without preplanning. My movements with the camera become part of
the performance. In post-production, I relive the experience in the field through the many photographs. I select images so
that a variety of positions reveal my dynamic embodied relationship with the place (the field) and the phone. I am
constantly aware of the GPS tracking me and this is also considered. I create the poetry as a resonance with the experience. I consider the words to be visuals, and the selection of font and colour is done in a similar aesthetic process with
which I paint: partially instinctive, layered with many years of personal artistic knowledge.
5. This performance site is part of the University of Alberta farmlands and resonates with the histories of First Nations
peoples that live/lived here. We are located on Treaty 6 territory, traditional lands of First Nations and Metis people.
For more information, please see https://www.folio.ca/how-to-do-a-territorial-acknowledgment/
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